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After the first conversion of Arabia to Muhammadanism in
the seventh century the Bedouin gradually returned to
paganism; and whatever they might be in name, their
religion still sat extremely lightly on them at the beginning of
the eighteenth century, when the reforming zealot Mu-
hammad Ibn Abdul Wahhab was born at 'Ayaina, in the
Wadi Hanifa, near Riyadh. It must have been obvious
that he was an unusual child, for at the age of ten he had
learnt the whole of the Koran by heart. He followed this
up by marrying at twelve and going on the pilgrimage to
Mecca at fourteen. If a Muslim performs his pilgrimage
and subsequently does not diverge from the straight path
of his religion it is accepted as certain that he will go when
he dies to their paradise. For this reason, or sometimes
because they cannot afford it earlier, ordinary people incline
to go to Mecca late in life.

Even as a youth Ibn Abdul Wahhab seems to have had
no fear of straying morally, and he soon began to do his best
to ensure that none else did so. He preached what an earlier
reformer, who had lived mostly in prison for stirring up
dissension, had preached: the return to the purity of Islam
as revealed by the Prophet Muhammad. The extreme
penalties which had been introduced by Muhammad-and
subsequently abandoned should, he held, be enforced, and
to the surprise of Arabia he successfully persuaded the Ruler
ofc Ayaina to approve the stoning to death of a woman who
had confessed to adultery. This caused such consternation
in Arabia that the Prince of Al Hasa, overlord ofcAyaina,
ordered the removal of the over-zealous judge, who then
sought refuge at Daraya, where ruled one Muhammad Ibn
Saud, ancestor of the present Ibn Saud. Muhammad
Ibn Saud and some of his leading citizens were converted
to the new austerity and used it as a driving force in a series
of campaigns. By the new century the code had been so
widely accepted that the Al Saud were able to find an army
with which to attack and sack Kerbela, in Iraq, in 1801,
removing all its treasures to Central Arabia, where to
day some of th$i& remain, ixu&jdiag books and arms,